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Abstract 
International skilled migration has risen in the last decades. Where Europe’s larger cities are used to 

absorb an international population, for many medium-sized university cities, internationalisation is a 

relatively recent challenge. Increasingly, these cities deploy active and coordinated policies to 

attract, facilitate and incorporate international talent.  Skilled international migrants are actively 

welcomed for several reasons: to counter the trend of an ageing population, to address skills 

shortages in the labour market, or as a way to make the city or region more culturally diverse, lively 

and hence attractive for other skilled workers. This report describes and discusses active 

international talent management programmes in medium sized cities. We define coordinated 

international talent management (CITM) as coordinated efforts by urban stakeholders (government, 

business, the knowledge sector, civil society, and citizens) to attract, facilitate and/or incorporate 

skilled international migrants. We analyse CITM practices in seven cities: Aalborg (Denmark), Delft 

(The Netherlands), Groningen (The Netherlands), Leuven (Belgium), Magdeburg (Germany), Parma 

(Italy), and Tartu (Estonia). These cities are similar in terms of their size (between 100,000 and 

250,000 inhabitants) and their position in the national urban system as tertiary cities with a 

university. Based on our case studies, we provide concrete policy recommendations and a checklist 

for cities that want to engage in talent management. 
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1. Introduction 
International skilled migration has increased in the last decades, and has become a key feature of a 

globalising and increasingly knowledge-intensive economy.  OECD (2018, p. 29) reports a growth of 

posted workers within the EU to 2.2 million, an increase of 48% compared to 2010. Student mobility 

also increased significantly in the last decade (Vögtle & Windzio, 2016). Between 2008 and 2016, the 

influx of non-EU students into the EU increased by 20% from 443.8k to 531.2k (OECD 2018), and 

academic staff mobility has increased as well (Morley, Alexiadou, Garaz, González-Monteagudo, & 

Taba, 2018;  Bauder, 2012). International migration has a distinct urban bias: migrants mainly flock 

to larger urban areas, the nodes of the internationally oriented and knowledge intensive economic 

activity.  

A vast literature deals with skilled urban migration, from variety of angles or lenses. Some studies 

focus on migration motives and experiences of specific ethnic groups (Jaskubowski, 2017) or 

professions (Author, Borén, & Young, 2013; Beaverstock, 1994; Gaillard & Gaillard, 1998). Others 

study the incorporation process of migrants in the host city (Glick Schiller & Çağlar, 2009), the role of 

ICT and social media in migrants behaviour (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014),  or highlight the human face 

of migration, describing immigration not as abstract phenomenon, but showing how concrete 

individuals arriving in the host city become involved in local networks and engage in place making 

activities ((Van Riemsdijk, 2014). Most case studies of skilled migration have investigated alpha 

world cities (Beaverstock, 1994; Malecki & Ewers, 2007; Kong, Findlay, Li, Jowett, & Skeldon, 1996; 

Ho, 2009; Li & Teixeira, 2007; Sassen, 1991). 

In many cities, policymakers consider international skilled immigrants as important factor in their 

cities’ competitiveness, especially after Richard Florida (Florida, 2002) singled out “talent” as driver 

of urban economic success. This view, scientifically contested as it is (Scott, 2010; Peck 2005) evoked 

a wave of explicit talent attraction policies in cities, as part of broader economic policies to enhance 

the local knowledge economy. But in the literature, such policies have rarely been described or 

analysed, let alone evaluated. Most studies on skilled immigration into cities ignore agency or policy, 

conceiving cities as complex systems that attract and incorporate skilled migrants via a variety of 

mechanisms and processes. In contrast, in this paper we take a policy perspective, analysing 

contemporary conversations and active agency in cities to attract and incorporate skilled 

migrants. We focus on medium-sized cities (from a European perspective), that so far have received 

little attention in the skilled migration literature (as noted by Glick Schiller & Çağlar, 2009, Räuchle & 

Schmiz, 2018). These cities have become increasingly interesting settings for studying talent 

management activities and policies, as they experienced a recent influx of skilled migrants, mainly 

international students and academics, but also middle class migrants hired by local branches of 

international companies, or independents. Moreover, these cities have adopted a more active 

stance to attract and incorporate skilled migrants, in the face of strong competition of larger 

metropoles. They lack the features that make capital cities and international hubs attractive: a thick 

international labour market, a variety of migrant & expat organisations, international amenities, and 

big-city lifestyle, quality of life and image attributes. Moreover, compared to larger cities with a long 

history of immigration, host societies of smaller cities tend to be less receptive to foreigners.  

This report primarily focuses on urban policy regarding regulated immigration, but where relevant 

we touch upon the links with urban policies towards refugees. Remarkably, in all case cities, talent 

management policies and refugees’ policy are in two different policy realms, despite the fact that 

some refugees are also higher skilled.  
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This report is organised as follows. In section 2, based on the literature, we define what we mean by 

skilled migration, and present segmentations and typologies. Section 3 defines international talent 

management. We propose a distinction between international talent management (ITM, conducted 

by individual organisations) and coordinated international talent management (CITM), in which 

urban stakeholders collaborate. The latter is the core focus of the paper. Section 4 outlines the 

method we used to collect our data. Sections 5-8 contain the analysis of our case studies. Section 5 

describes the rationale for CITM efforts in our various case studies; Section 6-9 describe and analyse 

policies and discourses in our case cities regarding talent attraction (section 6), facilitation (section 

7), incorporation (section 8), and international student retention (section 9). In section 10, we 

describe and compare the coordination models that cities have put in place for CITM. Section 11 

concludes. 
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2. International talent and talent management 
Pinning down a definition of high-skilled migration is a complex issue (Parsons, Rojon, Samanani, & 

Wettach, 2014). Plöger & Becker (2015) define high-skilled international migrants from an 

educational perspective, referring to people with a university degree, in line with OECD definition of 

higher educated migrants (ISCED 5/6). Others also include foreign professionals in jobs for which a 

university degree is normally required, and international students (Van Riemsdijk, 2014).  

Skilled migration patterns have become more complex, with a growing variety of migration motives 

and migrant types, migration origins and destinations, and more complex patterns of serial or 

reverse migration. The traditional elite corporate expats are joined by migrants from middle classes, 

seeking international jobs to boost their career, and independent workers. And a growing number of 

people migrate to global cities for lifestyle rather than career reasons (Florida, 2002; Scott, 2006). 

Several more refined typologies have been proposed in the literature. Mahroum (2000) identifies 5 

types of skilled migrants:  

1. Accidental tourists: company managers of international companies, temporarily posted 

abroad by their employers  

2. Economy class passengers: Engineers, technicians and other professionals with skills that can 

be deployed worldwide; they go to places where their qualities are in demand and paid well.  

3. Explorers: entrepreneurs or investors that introduce their new ideas and companies into 

places where they see market opportunity 

4. Pilgrims: Internationally mobile academics and scientists, attracted by the quality of 

scientific institutions rather than the characteristics of the country or city 

5. Passengers. Students that participate in international exchange programmes offered by 

universities.  

The last group can be further subdivided in degree students and exchange students, or based on 

their motivation. Regarding the motivations of students to study abroad, Choudaha, Orosz, & Chang 

(2012) identify four groups:  

1) Strivers: they are very high on ambition, and selective in terms of university they choose 

(preferring highly ranked institutions), but can be low on financial means;  

2) Strugglers: they have limited resources, but are less selective concerning their institutions;  

3) Explorers: They not only have academic interests, but see studying abroad as a personal 

experience. They tend to go to 2nd tier institutions, and  

4) Highflyers: They tend to be wealthy, and are prestige-seeking, and typically target the highest 

ranked universities. 

In these typologies, study and career motives dominate as drivers for international skilled migration. 

Scott (2006) challenges this perspective and proposes a typology that is based on a wider set of 

motivations. Besides careers, he identifies lifestyle or relationship motives as drivers of 

contemporary skilled migration. Moreover, his typology is based on commitment to the host 

country/city (permanent, temporary, circular), and family status (single, family or empty nesters). He 

ends up with four broad categories (note that it is not a static typology, as during their lifepath, 

people typically move between categories).  

 Expatriates: They live with spouse or family, work (or worked) for international companies, 

and stay for a longer time or even permanently 
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 Nomadic workers: they migrate for career of lifestyle reasons, they stay relatively short, and 

tend to be single. Two subgroups are “young professionals” (career driven) and “graduate 

lifestyle migrants”, typically younger creatives not working for an international employer, in 

their 20s and 30s as a stage in an increasingly fragmented career life path 

 Bohemians: They migrate for lifestyle reasons, and emplaced themselves to become 

permanent settlers permanently in the host city. 

 Mixed-relationship migrants: they settle permanently following their partner who originates 

from the host country/city. 

Lifestyle-driven migrants (bohemians and subgroups of the nomadic workers) prefer global 

metropoles with a rich cultural tissue and a distinguished reputation, and are unlikely to be drawn to 

the medium-sized cities that we study in this paper. In medium sized cities, migrants mainly come 

for career, for study, or because of a relationship. A case study on skilled Indian migrants to Wroclav 

(Poland) illustrates motives and experiences of international skilled migrants into a tertiary city. 

Most of the migrants came for career reasons, they had applied for a job at a multinational 

company, and then happened to be located in Wroclaw (Jaskubowski, 2017) or were intercorporate 

transferees. They did not know much about Wroclaw (or even Poland) before they arrived there. 

In our study, following Van Riemsdijk (2014) and Plöger & Becker (2015) we define high-skilled 

international migrants as people with a university degree (ISCED 5/6), foreign professionals in jobs 

for which a university degree is normally required, and international students. In the empirical part 

on (coordinated) international talent management, we will reflect whether cities choose different 

target groups. 
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3. International talent management & cities  
For the purpose of this paper, we make a distinction between international talent management 

(ITM, practiced by individual organisations) and coordinated international talent management 

(CITM, in which several stakeholders collaborate). We take for granted that the room of manoeuvre 

of both is restricted by immigration regulations and policies that are set on the national level (Czaika 

& De Haas, 2013).  

International talent management is practiced by individual organisations that employ foreigners 

(typically multinational firms, universities or knowledge institutes). ITM may include the attraction of 

talent, setting out development paths or relocation opportunities, ensuring a welcoming, inclusive 

multicultural working environment, or practical support for foreign staff for housing, access to 

amenities etc. By contrast we define coordinated international talent (CITM) as coordinated efforts 

by urban stakeholders to attract, facilitate and/or incorporate skilled international migrants. CITM 

results from the recognition of a shared interest or common challenge that the participating 

stakeholders cannot (or do not want to) address individually.  

The definition includes three main domains of CITM: attraction, facilitation, and incorporation.  

Attraction includes joint or collaborative marketing efforts such as information campaigns, online 

and social media activities or other actions aimed to attract skilled migrants from specific countries, 

particular professions, or other segmentations as outlined in the previous section.  

Facilitation includes initiatives to help skilled migrants to deal with bureaucracy upon arrival (visa, 

permits etc.), or to ease access to basic amenities such as accommodation, health care, education 

and public services.  

Incorporation includes a broad range of interventions that help migrants and their relatives, once 

they arrived, feel welcome, at home and at ease in the host city, and lead a productive and social 

life. We make a distinction between economic integration (finding a job or otherwise participating in 

the urban economy) and social integration (participating in the civic life of the city, engaging in local 

social networks). Incorporation can be a challenge: skilled migrants experience barriers to 

integration such as deskilling (Chakravartty, 2006; Hawthorne, 2001; Purkayastha, 2005) and 

discrimination (Nagel, 2005). In contrast to world cities, medium sized cities lack well-established 

expatriate clubs or immigrant organizations; migrants must create their own spaces and places of 

belonging. For the case of Oslo, Van Riemsdijk (2014) found that the workplace plays a key role for 

migrants to mix with locals, to discover their new city and to find their place in society. 

Figure 1 shows how each type of individual organisation/stakeholder in the city plays a role in the 

three aspects of talent management. Figure 2 graphically depicts that in case of collaborative 

international talent management, the players collaborate in some respects to solve common 

problems or challenges in the fields of attraction, facilitation and incorporation, but keep their own 

activities as well, working in the wider context of national immigration policies and initiatives.   
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Figure 1 Talent management 

 

 

Figure 2 Collaborative talent management  
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4. Method of the study 
In the next sections, we will analyse a number of recent ITM and CITM approaches in 7 medium-

sized European university cities: Aalborg (Denmark), Delft (The Netherlands), Groningen (The 

Netherlands), Leuven (Belgium), Magdeburg (Germany), Parma (Italy), and Tartu (Estonia). These 

cities are similar in terms of their size (between 100,000 and 250,000 inhabitants) and their position 

in the national urban system as tertiary cities with a university. All have experienced a substantial 

growth of number of international skilled migrants (expats, academics, independents, but especially 

international students), and all have explicit ambitions to attract and retain skilled migrants (albeit 

for varying reasons) and put some form of international talent management in place. 

The analysis is based on the participation of the author in a policy exchange and peer learning 

network in which these cities participated. The network was initiated by the City of Magdeburg, 

intended to set up an in-depth exchange with European partner cities that are active in international 

talent management.  The network ran for two years, during which four 2-day exchange meetings 

were held, in Tartu, Magdeburg, Parma and Aalborg. Each meeting was attended by delegates 

responsible for international talent management. During ach meeting, a variety of stakeholders from 

the host city (university, city department’s employers, student organisations etc.) presented their 

current policy approaches towards talent management, and discussed views and their most 

important challenges with their peers from partner cities. Moreover, each meeting focused on one 

of the three key aspects of ITM: attraction, facilitation, and incorporation (social and economic). 

Each meeting also included testimonials from of international migrants in the host city. This helped 

to confront the policy initiatives with the everyday experiences and practices of immigrants, adding 

a ‘human face’ to global accounts of skilled migration ((Favell, Feldblum, & Smith, 2006). For 

Groningen and Leuven, we held additional interviews with policymakers, stakeholders and 

international migrants.  

Table 1 shows some key data that we managed to collect about the case cities. Most notably, it 

shows the rise of the number of international students in all cities. These data were obtained from 

the Times Higher Education (THE) database and annual reports of universities; most universities 

make a distinction between degree-seeking students and credit-seeking exchange students (that 

stay shorter). Some universities collect data about their foreign staff, but others don’t, making a 

comparison difficult. On the city level, comparable data on skilled international migration was also 

difficult to obtain. All case cities could provide numbers of non-nationals –including their country of 

origin- , but not on their education level (except Groningen that commissioned a study on this). 

Thus, even though our case cities have the explicit ambition to attract and incorporate international 

migrants (and develop a number of policies in this respect), they do not systematically collect even 

basic data on their target group. 

In the remainder of this report, we will focus on the policy aspects. We will first describe the 

rationales for the main stakeholders to engage in ITM and CITM; next, we describe and analyse 

policies regarding attraction, facilitation, and incorporation; then, we describe coordination 

approaches in CITM.  



Table 1 overview of the case cities 

 Inhabitants 
(2015) 

int. 
students as 
% of total 
students 
2019 

# int 
students 
2019 

# int 
students, 
degree + 
exchange 
(2017) 

#int 
students, 
degree + 
exchange 
(2000) 

Growth 
2000-
2017 

As % of 
population 

#foreign 
academic 
staff in FTE in 
research 
university 

#foreign 
nationals 
2015 

As % of 
population 
2015 

Ranking in 
Most 
International 
Universities  

International 
outlook 2011 

International 
outlook 2019 

  Based on data on 
research universities 
from THE database 

Based on data from all universities     Based on data on research 
universities from THE database 

Aalborg 210,316 14% 2,243 3,759 
(2017) 

1,440  260% 1.8%  14,923 7% >200 75.3 73.9 

Delft 101,044 29% 5,185 4,249 
(2015) 

1,209 
 

351% 1.1% 1,653 
(2017)  

32,737 32% #18 47.4 91.6 

Groningen 200,459 18% 4,713 8,730 5,196 
(2010) 

68% 
(2010-
2017) 

4.4% 1,571 
(38% of 

total) 
 

45,303 23% #65 35.5 77.5 

Leuven 99,087 15% 6,707 12,012 3,077  390% 12.1%  16,834 17% #73 29.6 70.1 

Magdeburg 238,212 16% 2,308 2,973 905 329% 1,2% 425 14,808 6% >200 43.9 (2016) 56.8 

Parma 191,734 6% 1,460 1,477 
(2015) 

n.n. n.n 0,7%  29,659 15% >200 36.8 (2016) 37.7 

Tartu 97,153 6% 511 1,000 n.n. n.n 1,0%  7,081 7% >200 42.0 (2012) 51.9 



5. Rationales of CITM 
In our cases, CITM emerged as a response to the recognition of common problems and challenges 

by city administrations, international companies, and knowledge institutes/universities. In all 

cases, the growing numbers of international migrants increased the urge to engage in some kind of 

joint approach, but the catalysts for coordinated action differed. In Leuven, on top of the growing 

internationalisation of the university, the number of foreign engineers and scientists has increased 

dramatically over the last two decades, employed by the fast growing science-based industry in the 

city, sparking the development towards more systematic and collaborative approaches. In Parma, 

the establishment of the European Food and Security Agency (EFSA) in 2003 was the prime catalyst: 

the agency has about 600 highly skilled employees, most of them foreigners, and generated a large 

and sudden influx of skilled migrants. In response, the city invested in an international school, and 

started to consider policies to integrate the internationals more in civic life. In the cases of 

Magdeburg, Tartu and Groningen, the universities have been the prime drivers behind CITM. They 

experienced a strong growth of international student populations (both from EU and non EU 

countries), partly due to an overall growth of international student mobility and partly as a result of 

aggressive marketing policies. Universities actively lure international students to make up for 

declining supply of freshmen from the home region (this is especially the case in Magdeburg and 

Groningen), or for financial reasons (especially non-EU students are attractive, often paying a high 

tuition fee).  In their race to move up in academic rankings, universities increasing recruit 

international research staff, reflected in growing number of foreign PhDs and postdocs. 

City administrations set up CITM initiatives in response to pressure from universities and 

companies, but also for other reasons. In all our case cities, CITM is framed as a strategic urban 

policy instrument to compete with other cities in attracting skilled labour, to promote economic 

development or prevent urban decline. Policymakers indicate that CITM is important because skilled 

migrants help their cities to become more diverse and cosmopolitan, and diversity is regarded as 

important factor to compete in the race for investment and talent (following Florida’s influential 

prescriptions). Following the example of Canadian and Australian cities, higher education is 

increasingly regarded as an important growth industry in its own right, with “export potential” in the 

form of international students. Another often stated rationale for CITM is to counter the trend of an 

ageing population (strong in Groningen, Magdeburg, both situated in regions with a declining 

population); Cities are happy to welcome new skilled inhabitants who provide substantial purchasing 

power and can sustain local amenities. CITM is also seen as instrumental to support regional labour 

markets; all case cities report skills shortages (in particular in specific fields such as IT, R&D and 

engineering), and see incoming skilled migrants as a solution.  

Even though skilled migration is the least controversial form of international relocation in Europe 

(Scott, 2006), it is contested and politically sensitive issue in some of our case cities. International 

immigration can have displacement and crowding out effects that negatively affect locals such as 

rising real estate prices, or contribute to social tensions. Also, uncritically attracting international 

students is increasingly criticised in some countries (Denmark and The Netherlands) for coming at 

the costs of taxpayers and crowding out facilities for national students. 
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6.  Talent attraction 
In our case cities, active talent attraction is done by universities and larger, internationally 

oriented employers. There are very few examples of co-ordinated efforts in which organisations 

seek to attract talent together. In other words, talent attraction is in the domain of ITM, not CITM. 

But there are interconnections and touchpoints between the two. The university student recruiters 

that we interviewed are convinced that the choice of students where to study abroad depends on 

the attractiveness of the university and the city alike, and highlight the qualities of both in their 

promotional material. They point at parental influence on the destination choice of students, and 

hence underline the safety, security of the city as key assets in their promotional material. 

Groningen University sells its home town as follows: “Groningen is also a safe and green city to live 

in, with the quiet countryside a short bike-ride away.” Parma University sells Parma as “..Busy but 

not chaotic, tidy but not boring, Parma is a perfect combination of beauty and efficiency: a pleasant 

medium-sized city…where riding a bicycle is the ideal way to move around. The neighbouring 

peaceful countryside is enclosed by the fascinating Po valley to the north and the woods of the 

Apennines to the south”. 

Partner universities are an important source of incoming international students, and many are 

attracted because they heard positive stories about the destination city from students for their 

social network (Van Mol & Timmerman, 2014). Some universities target specific geographical 

markets. Tartu University for example focuses on neighbouring countries (Finland and Latvia), 

former Soviet republics (Russia, Ukraine, Georgia, Armenia, China and Latvia, Belarus) and growth 

markets Turkey, China and India. Magdeburg’s university is particularly active to recruit in cities with 

a German school. The universities in Delft and Leuven have become more selective in their policies, 

seeking high-performing international students (a confirmation of De Wit, 2015 who identified this 

as a trend in North-West Europe). 

The role of most city administrations in talent attraction is limited to general city marketing and 

promotion activity. In their promotion material (films, websites, brochures, press kits in foreign 

languages), our case cities invariably juxtapose themselves against bigger cities, stressing their 

human size, and quality of life attributes such as safety, greenness, lack of congestion, but still 

offering all urban cultural facilities and amenities, and a vibrant academic scene. Leuven, on top of 

this, also hails its vicinity to Brussels, with all its international amenities and a large international 

airport. The effectiveness of all these communication efforts are questionable. Our interviews with 

different types of skilled migrants in Magdeburg and Tartu revealed that they were unaware of 

promotional material, and primarily came for career motives, and in several cases, migrants had 

never heard of the city before they applied for their new job. For researchers, the reputation of the 

university or research group is the most important reason to come; for professionals, an attractive 

job offer is the key trigger to migrate.  

Our study reveals that in most case cities, stakeholders do not identify specific common target 

groups (i.e. from particular countries or with specific competences), let alone deploy joint strategies 

to attract them. Nor do they systematically analyse the needs and experiences of internationals that 

has already settled.  Leuven and Aalborg are the exceptions. In Leuven, city, university and 

knowledge institutes join up to address specific target markets, and organise joint trade/marketing 

missions to selling the region as destination for talent and investment. India is one of the core 

markets. The city hosts large and growing community of high skilled Indians: researchers, 

entrepreneurs, employers and students. In 2013, the India House was opened, aimed to promote 

cultural, economic and social networks between Leuven and India. Aalborg is a special case as well. 

Its universities are becoming more selective in attracting international students. A new national law 
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stipulates that part of university funding for all students (including international ones) is conditional 

on the question whether students stay in Denmark after graduation and find a paid job (more on this 

in the section on incorporation). This incentivised universities to attract students in study fields 

where job prospects are good.  



 

International Talent Management in cities  15 | P a g e  
 

7. Facilitation 
Before and upon arrival, skilled migrants face a number of challenges. It can be difficult to 1) find 

adequate housing; 2) understand how to comply with formalities; 4) access public facilities and 5) 

access medical assistance and insurance. A lack of English-language information in all these domains 

is a main generic barrier.  

In all our cases, universities and larger employers have their own support structures in place to 

help “their” internationals. Universities have support desks for students, helping them to find 

housing, insurance, etc. and finding their way through the bureaucracy. The case of Delft provides 

the typical example of how universities work. Delft University of Technology set up a comprehensive 

website portal1 with English-language information on visa&permits, taxes, housing, social security, 

medical aid, etc. It distinguishes 3 different target groups: 1) High potentials –defined as tenure 

trackers, assistant- associate- or full professors; 2) PhD-candidates, postdocs and guests, and 3) 

international students. It adopts a “red carpet” approach for the high potentials: they receive 

customized support before and upon arriving in Delft. In parallel, the city of Delft has its own 

channels to inform and serve internationals, on a website2 dedicated for expats. International 

students can register at special registration days (for social security number, housing, bank account 

etc.).  

Some case cities have set up more collaborative and streamlined actions in the field of facilitation. 

A typical form is though Welcome Centres or expat desks (Groningen and Leuven have this). Here, 

various administrative units (city departments, and sometimes also national immigration agencies) 

offer services for expats in a more bundled and accessible form. In 2014, Groningen opened its 

International Welcome Centre North (IWCN), an expat support centre, providing new residents with 

a ‘one-stop shop’ when they arrive in the Northern Netherlands. It offers streamlined government 

formalities such as resident permits, tax and address registration, as well as information services, 

referrals to affiliated service providers and social activities. In 2018, Leuven set up its International 

House Leuven, an information, knowledge and service centre for internationals and their families, 

and for organisations in the Leuven region employing international talent. Magdeburg publishes a 

“migration guide” for newly arrived persons with basic information about life in Magdeburg. 

Our interviews with migrants show that they appreciate and use these services, but at the same time 

strongly rely on social media as resource to prepare themselves and navigate bureaucracies. 

Especially Facebook groups (with names like “Ukrainians in Magdeburg”) help them to get into 

contact with immigrants from the same country of university to gather information and support.  

  

                                                           
1 https://www.tudelft.nl/en/about-tu-delft/working-at-tu-delft/coming-to-the-netherlands-tu-delft/ 
2 http://www.delft.nl/expats 
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8. Incorporation 
There is a large literature on immigration, integration and incorporation, that we won’t repeat here 

(see Glick Schiller & Çağlar, 2009 for a good overview). In this section, rather than extensively engage 

with the academic debates, we reflect views and discussions as they emerged in our case studies on 

social incorporation and related policies. We define social integration policies broadly as policies 

directed to improve contacts and connections between migrant and locals.  

During our meetings, there was a consensus that social integration can enrich locals and 

internationals alike in various respects: They can learn from each other’s culture, observe and absorb 

new ideas and ways of living, engage in new friendships; Integration contributes to mutual 

understanding and respect between nations and cultures. In line with Van Riemsdijk (2014) the 

workplace or study place is seen as a key integrator. Larger employees have developed initiatives to 

promote cultural exchange and introduce internationals into local customs and traditions, like sauna 

visits in Tartu. In higher education, mixing national and international students in university classes can 

enrich the learning experience of both. An American visiting professor to Parma praised the mixing of 

students of different backgrounds for another reason: in his experience, local students become more 

curious and engaged when they are in the same classroom as internationals; it offers a comparative 

lens on subject matters, which stimulates debate and learning. Finally, social integration was 

mentioned as important precondition for the happiness and job satisfaction of expats and their 

families, increasing the chances that they stay longer.  

At the same time, a number of barriers are recognized to stand in the way of integration (hence 

justifying active interventions). Frequently mentioned barriers are mistrust or even racism and 

hostility from the part of locals; language barriers; a general lack of interest in each other. Also, 

traditions and institutions stand in the way. “Local” students gather in the traditional local student 

unions, whereas the international students have their own international students clubs; in some cases 

there is even physical segregation, with internationals housed in separate student flats (Delft). 

Segregation is often replicated in the classroom where students typically don’t mix either. All cases 

also report barriers for skilled immigrants to participate in local in cultural and sports associations and 

local politics. And finally, skilled migrants face difficulties to plug into relatively closed local social 

networks that are typical of many medium sized cities. As one participant in the meeting in Aalborg 

said, “It is not easy to become friends with the Danes; they often have their own small circle of friends 

that they know for very long”. 

Among the leading stakeholders in our case cities, there is a consensus that active social integration 

policies should be part of international talent management. But the cities vary in their approach. In 

Parma, Magdeburg and Tartu, the main perceived problem is the negative perception of (parts of) the 

local population regarding foreigners. Magdeburg, like several other former GDR cities, has been 

plagued by incidents of racial discrimination and harassment. The city addresses this issue by 

supporting activities aimed to reduce prejudices and create mutual understanding, such as the Festival 

of Cultures where many nationalities present their music, cuisines etc. to the general public. In Parma, 

many locals are sceptical regarding internationalisation. Private home owners are reported to be very 

reluctant to rent to foreigners, making it difficult for the growing number of international migrants to 

rent a decent house.  

To reduce prejudices, cities support all sorts of initiatives that foster social interaction of all kind 

between locals and skilled immigrants. In Tartu, facing similar challenges, the city supports an 

International House, where locals and foreigners come together to cook, eat, play or do sports. 

Magdeburg and Delft initiated a buddy system, linking foreign students to locals, who can help him or 
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her find the way. Parma University set up a programme where international students visit primary 

schools to tell about their home country and their immigration story. Also in Parma, international 

migrants are actively recruited to joint refugee support organisations as volunteers. The city of 

Groningen supported a start-up company that developed Here & Now in Groningen, an English-

language cultural and nightlife agenda, to open up the cultural institutions to non-Dutch speaking 

audiences. Also in Groningen, international residents reported difficulty to integrate into city life, to 

meet Dutch people, and to learn speaking Dutch. A South African expat set up “my local friend”, to 

match locals and internationals. The City of Delft started a programme in which students and refugees 

are brought together under one roof in a housing project, in order to promote integration. 

To help partners of migrants, spouse programmes have become common in most case cities. 

Leuven is the most advanced case. A recent local study indicated that the unhappy spouse is the 

main reason for expats to quit their job and return home, with high costs for the employer. The 

major international players set up a network in which HRM managers share information, challenges 

and solutions regarding their international staff, including their partners. 

In some fields, tensions exist between the facilitation of skilled migrants on the one hand –providing 

them with access to facilities- and integration on the other. International schools are recognized by 

our case cities as important facilities to attract and retain skilled migrants (and they invest in it), but 

at the same time they may work against integration and stimulate separate local expat societies. 

Kindergartens and primary schools are important contact zones where skilled migrant parents and 

their children develop relations with locals; with this in mind, the city of Tartu opened bi-lingual 

kindergartens rather than creating international ones. 

The initiatives described in this section underline the prevalent assumption in medium sized cities that 

social integration is desirable (for the city and for the migrants alike), and that it should be promoted 

by policy actions that bring locals and internationals together. But for internationals, social interaction 

with fellow internationals (from the same nation or profession) is at least equally important, reflected 

in growing levels of self-organisation and expat community formation that we observed in our case 

cities (a telling example from Delft are Delft Mamas, a network of young international mothers, and 

an International Neighbour Group). 
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9. Student retention 
International students are increasingly seen as key economic assets, and cities develop active 

policies to retain more of them. Our case cities reported (although not based on hard data) that the 

vast majority of international students leave after graduation to find employment elsewhere, back 

home, in national capitals, or in other larger urbanised areas. For the Netherlands, a study found 

that most staying international graduates “end up” in one of the four largest cities; international 

graduates that studied in smaller cities are significantly more likely to leave between after 

graduation than those in larger cities (Nuffic 2016). Over time, the overall stayrate in The 

Netherlands decreases from 49.0% one year after graduation to 24.7% five years after graduation;  

Graduates from technical universities are more likely to stay then those from other universities, and 

the stay rate is higher in study fields where there are shortages on the labour market. In Aalborg, 

30% of the international students would like to find a job in the region after graduation, but only 

18% are successful. In Delft, 41% of the international graduates still live in the Netherlands after 5 

years, but only a fraction still lives in Delft (Nuffic, 2018). In Estonia, the stay rate is 10%.  

Most countries have developed policy measures to increase the stay rate, such as extending 

residence permits after graduation. The policy influence of the local level is limited but not zero. The 

problem for smaller cities is that the local economy is not as internationally oriented, and language is 

a very important barrier to access jobs in local firms, SMEs in particular. Policy makers in our case 

cities see encouraging students to learn the national language as paramount. An internship is an 

important factor for students to learn the language, get to know the business culture, and for 

networking. But obtaining internships can be hard for international students; many of them fall back 

to the option of returning to their home country for the internship. 

A common strategy to raise the stay rate (enacted by universities and companies) is to promote 

early contact between students and employers through job fairs and specific platforms where 

international jobs and internships are posted. A Danish study found that students with student jobs 

while in Denmark are more likely to stay in the country when they complete their studies. Aalborg 

set up a portal where international students can find relevant student jobs and/or part-time 

positions in the region, so that they get to know Danish business culture in an early stage. To 

improve the employability of students, the Danish government has introduced a new funding 

incentive: 7.5% of university funding for students is conditional on the question whether they find a 

job or not after graduation. This incentivizes universities to reduce student numbers in study fields 

where job chances are bleak, but also has a significant impact on their policies towards international 

students: it becomes more important to make sure that they stay in Denmark after graduation and 

find a job. In response, Aalborg’s universities have increased their career services for foreign 

students. Also, the city offers start-up and scale-up support for international migrants including 

students. 
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10. Coordination models for international talent management 
In section 5, we defined CITM as coordinated efforts by urban stakeholders to attract, facilitate or 

incorporate skilled international migrants. This section described coordination models that our case 

cities deploy. In this section, we discuss two main groups of CITM that we discerned: the strategic 

model, and the light coordination model. 

Strategic models 

Strategic CITM models include a systematic, comprehensive and coherent set of programmes and 

projects towards all aspects of ITM, embedded in wider urban/regional development strategies, and 

backed by the top level of the participating organisations. Stakeholders systematically set joint 

priorities, align their interests, frame their collaborative efforts, and define projects or actions. 

Examples of strategic models are found Groningen, Leuven, and Aalborg, and below, we describe them 

in more detail. 

The International Groningen programme 

Launched in 2016, The “International Groningen” programme is a common, comprehensive strategy, 

with a set of concrete and funded actions. At a strategic level the entire programme is supported by 

the Akkoord van Groningen, a partnership between the municipality, the province (recently joined) 

and the higher educational institutions in the city to develop Groningen as leading knowledge city. 

The main ambitions are to attract more internationals, to retain them (by opening up the 

local/regional labour market for them), to improve the availability of good-quality housing, to brand 

Groningen as international city, and to integrate internationals better in society. The programme is 

overseen by a steering committee, formed by the mayor, the chairmen of the universities and 

academic hospital and the Kings Commissioner. Under this strategic umbrella, several project teams 

have been created, in which a wider set of stakeholders work together (international students, expats 

and policy workers from both universities and the local government) and implement the various 

projects in the four target fields of housing, work, city living and communication. Each project is 

developed and implemented by mixed teams of municipal, provincial and university employees, 

international residents operating on a freelance basis, international students and interns. Projects are 

based on perceived needs of the stakeholders, and discussed in focus groups consisting of 

international residents and local student project groups to better understand how internationalisation 

is experienced and what the key challenges for the city are. To monitor the programme, the city 

collects data on stay rates, participation, commissions a biannual International Student Barometer 

(which measures satisfaction for housing, social inclusion and career prospects).  

Leuven Mindgate 

Leuven’s internationalisation strategy is embedded in its wider triple helix strategy in which city, 

university and business work together. To further structure and formalise the collaboration, in 2016, 

Leuven MindGate was founded by 29 leading knowledge institutions, companies and the city of 

Leuven. The goal of Leuven MindGate is to join forces to develop the city as leading region for health, 

high-tech and creativity. Attracting and welcoming international talent is seen as key condition to 

realise this.  Leuven already had a wealth of welcoming and integration initiatives towards 

internationals in place, mainly in the larger organisations (the university, IMEC, bigger firms), but the 

establishment MindGate propelled a more collaborative and comprehensive approach.  



 

Strategic models Coordination Key collaborative projects,  events or initiatives Stakeholders involved 

Groningen ITM is explicit part of broader strategy for development of the 
regional knowledge economy; coordination, knowledge sharing, 
defining/funding of projects is derived from strategy 

International Welcome Centre North, to help internationals with 
practicalities 

City, province, national government and 
Connect International 

  International wayfinding, Signage project to improve city way-finding 
and signage for non-Dutch residents and visitors using icons 

Initiated by international  resident urban 
planner, together with various 
departments of the municipality 

  City Central, physical hub for internationalisation projects and activities Initiated by South African expat ; funded 
by all main stakeholders 

  At home in Groningen, portal and working group to improve 
info and support regarding housing for internationals including 
students 

Working group led by municipality and 
members from educational institutions, 
including students 

  Groningen.nl portal, new online information portal supplying English 
language information about the city and surroundings 

Marketing Groningen, municipality, 
province, knowledge institutions, expats 

  Top Dutch talent, regional programme to improve labour market 
access 

City, province, employers, knowledge 
institutes 

Leuven ITM is part of Leuven Mindgate’s mission, a triple helix development 
organisation; 

Leuven International House; a service and community centre for 
internationals and their families, and for organisations in the Leuven 
region employing international talent. 
 

City, university,  companies, knowledge 
institutes 

  Exchange of HRM managers; structured exchange of knowledge and 
information about well-being  of expats and their families 

Companies, university, knowledge 
institutes, city 

Aalborg International House North Denmark  serves as platform to discuss 
ITM 

International House North Denmark; serves as the main platform for 
internationals in the city and the wider region. It houses a number of 
organisations that deal with internationals. 

City (main funder and initiator), region, 
companies 

Light 
coordination 
models 

   

Magdeburg Working groups, coordination groups; collaboration in projects; 
Mayor’s Office plays role of coordinator of activities and projects 

Day of cultures, where international communities present themselves 
in the city with cultural and culinary expressions. 

City, university, cultural organisations 

  “Mile of Democracy” in which schools, universities, unions, companies, 
organisations, and authorities stand up for tolerance and against 
racism. 

Universities,  city,  schools, migrant 
organisations 

Parma Working groups, coordination groups; collaboration in projects Teaching Placement programme in which international language 
students teach their mother tongue at nursery and primary schools in 
Parma.  

University, primary schools, nursery 
homes 

Delft Collaboration in projects Refugees & students in which students and refugees are brought 
together under one roof in a housing project, in order to promote 
integration. 

City of Delft, University, refugee support 
organisations 

Tartu Collaboration in projects International House, where locals and foreigners come together to 
cook, eat, play or do sports 

City, civic organisations 



To fund MindGate, the city invests € 100,000 per annum (for 2016-2019), and the partners pay a 

membership fee (amount depending on their size). The biggest ones (IMEC, UZ Leuven, KU Leuven 

and UCLL) each contribute € 50,000 per annum. The contribution is based on the number of 

employees, the smallest ones pay as little as €200 per annum. Internationalisation is one of the vertical 

priorities. One of the initiatives in this light is the International House.  

Figure 2 Organisation of Leuven MindGate 

 

 

A key result from the foundation of Mindgate is the establishment of the International House Leuven 

(IHL), a service and community centre for internationals and their families, and for organisations in 

the Leuven region employing international talent. The IHL is to provide support for internationals 

related to relocation, social integration, and living and working in the Leuven region. It should become 

a vibrant hub for local networking and community building. Also, it should coordinate activities 

towards attracting and incorporating internationals, and serve as platform for knowledge exchange 

between organisations.   

Aalborg’s International House North Denmark 

In Aalborg, the public and private sector teamed up to create the International House North Denmark 

(IHND), to serve as the main platform for internationals in the city and the wider region3. It houses a 

number of organisations that deal with internationals (see figure 4). The house is located in downtown 

Aalborg, in a municipal building. Its hosts a large variety of international organisations and, and is used 

for events, seminars and workshops. IHND is managed by an employee from the cities’ Business 

Department (who reports directly to the Mayor). The main part (roughly 60%) of the budget for IHND 

is provided by EU/ESF funding (project-based), complemented by additional funding from Business 

Region North Denmark, an organisation that unites 11 municipalities in the region, and from private 

companies. The universities are not part of the formal structure. 

                                                           
3 http://ihnd.dk/ 
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IHND organises many events, services and activities (see figure 5). Examples are a spouse programme; 

seminars for (larger) companies that settle in North Denmark or run a temporary project; training 

courses on diversity management; matchmaking events to connect international citizens with regional 

companies; start-up support for international students or other immigrants; recruitment services to 

find international (EU) staff for companies; a programme to help international students improve their 

employability by learning the Danish language, become acquainted with the business culture, and get 

access to relevant networks. 

Figure 4 Organisations in the International House North Denmark 

 

Figure 5 Services offered 

 

 



 

International Talent Management in cities  23 | P a g e  
 

Lighter coordination models 

In light coordination models, stakeholder collaboration is based on the recognition of common 

interests, rests on a light institutional framework (if institutionalised at all), and typically takes the 

form of working groups in which departments of the various stakeholders participate in projects. 

There is less of a common vision and strategy, and the scope is urban rather than regional. This type 

is practiced in Magdeburg, Parma, Delft and Tartu. In Magdeburg, stakeholders meet in thematic 

working groups to align their approaches. For example, to reduce administrative complexities for 

internationals, the cities’ Foreigners Authority holds regular consultations with the International 

Offices of both universities and with all responsible staff of the other scientific institutions. Also, there 

are mixed working groups that organise welcome events and social-cultural activities aimed at the 

social acceptance and integration of international talent in the local society. The Mayor Office plays 

an important role in the overall coordination of all activities in the field of CITM. Recently, this office 

stepped up efforts towards a more strategic approach; plans are developed to open an international 

house in the centre of the city, that should serve as a centralised one-stop-shop for all kinds of services 

for internationals; it should also become a “landmark” to underline the cities’ openness to foreigners, 

and become a place for social events where locals and internationals can meet. Parma has a similar 

structure of working groups that coordinate joint projects and programmes to welcome and integrate 

internationals; in a joint working group, the university and the EFSA (European Food and Security 

Agency) identified common challenges that “their” internationals encounter: finding adequate 

housing, overcoming language barriers, and discrimination. The city, university, EFSA and some mayor 

employers took some first steps to develop a more comprehensive internationalisation strategy 

aligned to the economic strategy of the city, that focuses on gastronomy, food and culture. In Delft 

and Tartu, the co-ordination is more ad hoc; Collaboration mainly takes place on a project basis, 

without being embedded in a wider framework or strategy. 
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11. Conclusions 
Skilled migration into tertiary, medium-sized university cities has increased significantly in the last 

decade, especially the growth of the number of international students is remarkable. For these cities, 

internationalisation is a relatively new phenomenon, and poses a number of questions and challenges.  

For seven case cities in six EU countries, this paper shows how key stakeholders in these cities interpret 

the challenges of internationalisation and act in response; it analyses rationales for attracting, 

facilitating and incorporating skilled migrants. We make a distinction between international talent 

management (ITM) by individual organisations, and coordinated international talent (CITM), defined 

as coordinated efforts by urban stakeholders to attract, facilitate and/or incorporate skilled 

international migrants. CITM stems from the recognition of a shared interest or common challenge 

that the participating stakeholders cannot (or do not want to) address individually.  

Our study shows that skilled migrants (including international students) are welcomed in tertiary 

university cities for several reasons. From the logic of interurban competition, they are hailed to 

contribute to cultural diversity and cosmopolitism and hence to the general attractiveness of these 

cities vis-à-vis capitals or other cities. Skilled migrants are especially welcomed in cities with tight 

labour markets and/or ageing populations. For universities, international students can provide a 

source of income, make up for declining number of students from the home region (in ageing regions) 

and contribute to campus diversity. Urban policymakers welcome their purchasing power, and see 

them as potential entrepreneurs, knowledge workers, or –if they leave- good ambassadors for the 

city. 

In all our cases, universities are the most important magnets of skilled migrants in the form of 

international students, but most students leave after graduation; Stay rates are lower than in larger 

cities because of thinner and less internationally oriented labour markets. In all our cases, the 

international student recruitment by universities is disconnected from local economic development 

policy or local labour market perspectives for students after graduation. Aalborg is the exception. 

Since 2018, the universities faces a new national funding system in which 7.5% of student-based 

income of universities is conditional on the students finding a job in Denmark. Although it is too early 

to draw conclusions, it may well be that these kind of incentives do more for the stay rate than all 

sorts of policies to make students stay.  

Our study shows that city marketing policies to attract international migrants are in their infancy. In 

their policy documents, cities express the intention to actively attract skilled migrants and develop 

promotional material accordingly; but they typically fail to define specific target groups or segments; 

nor is there, with a few exceptions, strategic collaboration in talent attraction between city, 

universities and employers. Stakeholders collect surprisingly little detailed data nor conduct research 

about the types of international migrants they want to attract, their behaviours, preferences and 

needs, the needs of employers, attitudes of citizens, or stay rates of international students.   

With regard to facilitation and incorporation policies, we observe a more strategic and collaborative 

approach, especially in Groningen, Leuven and Aalborg but increasingly also in the other cases. Cities 

are discovering that, compared to capitals or larger cities, they lack international infrastructures and 

amenities, as well as expat communities that help migrants to make a soft landing. Facilitation policies 

aim to “lay out the red carpet”” for the much-wanted skilled immigrants, easing access to the public 

sector bureaucracy and amenities. Paradoxically, such one-stop-shop/fast track types of service are 

not available for less wanted types of immigrants such as refugees or lower skilled migrants from 

outside the EU. They end up in separate, less welcoming policy processes. In conclusion, refugees are 

not, in general, regarded as “talent” or skilled migrants, whereas many of them probably are. 
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In all case studies, we witness a widely shared concern among urban policy makers about segregation 

and the development of parallel expat communities. Our research and interviews with skilled migrants 

suggests that, in line with earlier studies, self-organised migrant/expat networks (online and offline) 

are important for their social wellbeing, and help them to navigate the complexities of their new 

hometown. The response of cities to this parallelism is ambiguous. On the one hand, we observe a 

remarkably wide variety of policies to create more touchpoints between locals and internationals. At 

the same time, cities invest in international primary and secondary schools that may have the effect 

of further deepening the segregation.  

Our study gives rise to some policy recommendations for cities concerning (coordinated) international 

talent management. First, CITM should not be treated as a separate policy domain but be embedded 

in wider regional economic development and marketing strategies, enacted by stakeholders. The 

strategic CITM approaches of Groningen, Leuven and Aalborg are three effective manifestations, 

although not easy to replicate because they build on an already strong collaborative culture. Second, 

the Groningen case hints at the effectiveness of deeply engaging the user/target groups in the design, 

implementation and evaluation of policies of internationalisation, and encourage/empower 

internationals to take action themselves. Third, in international student recruitment, universities and 

cities could collaborate more to identify and attract specific subject niches where labour shortages 

exists; this would potentially improve the stay rate. Moreover, a focus on geographical markets could 

spur chain migration. Fourth, effective CITM includes mechanisms to systematically collect 

“intelligence” about the well-being of skilled migrants in the city and region. Leuven’s regular meetings 

of HR managers is a good example of how this can be done.  It can be considered to apply analytical 

tools where the stakeholders and the target groups come together to discover problems/weak spots, 

and develop new solutions. See box 1 for a checklist for CITM. 

Finally, this explorative paper offers many leads for further research, because we know surprisingly 

little about the various aspects of international migration into medium sized cities. More detailed 

(comparative) studies could be done on migration and incorporation processes in medium-sized cities, 

determinants of stay rates, the role of digital social networks, the formation of expat communities, or 

movement patterns of migrants within and between cities through time. Also, more research would 

be needed to assess the effectiveness of the various types of talent management policies described in 

this paper. 
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Box 1 Checklist for coordinated international talent management  
With this checklist, based on the insights developed during our project, cities, universities and other 

stakeholders can analyse where they stand in terms of (collaborative) international talent management. It can 

be used to stimulate the discussion between stakeholders to identify gaps and develop joint actions.   

Attraction 

We know why we want international skilled migrants and students 

We know which types of skilled migrants and international students we want (see typologies in section 3) 

We understand our target groups; we know what they find important in choosing a foreign 

city/university/employer 

We provide the right information for the right groups (professionals, students, parents) 

Information for the target groups is not only provided by official organisations, but also user-created 

We involve international citizens and alumni in recruitment of new talents 

We have a clear and founded strategy how, where and when to recruit them 

Our internationalisation actions are aligned with our core strategies regarding education & research, economic 

development and labour market priorities 

We have identified a set of common/shared interests between urban stakeholders when it comes to attracting 

talent 

We have a clear and agreed division of tasks between city, universities, companies, student unions, other 

relevant local stakeholders and national organisations regarding recruitment 

 Facilitation 

We provide relevant information in foreign languages 

We offer streamlined one-stop-shop services to deal with the officialdom 

We involve the target groups in service design 

We coordinate policies and initiatives between city departments and with regional and national 

administrations 

Incorporation 

We promote touchpoints between locals and (skilled) migrants through events & projects 

We mix national and internationals and in education and student life 

We encourage and facilitate the participation of skilled migrants in local traditions & events 

We bring international students into contact with local companies 

We encourage local companies to employ international students/alumni 

We provide support for spouses 

We encourage and support skilled migrants to develop integration initiatives 

Intelligence 

We have detailed data about the types of skilled migrants currently located in city&region 
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We know the stay rates of international students 

We frequently invite skilled migrants to hear their experiences, challenges and problems 

We follow their social media groups 

We organise knowledge sharing between organisations that employ skilled migrants 

We evaluate/monitor the effectiveness of our policies 
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